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Indigenous Politics in Canada: The Predictable Political Non-
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This paper analyses the plaiforms of the three central parties (Progressive
Conservatives, Liberal, and New Democratic Party) in the 2015 Canadian
tederal Election, specifically referring to their proposals for addressing
Indigenous politics. This paper tlluminates the failure of all parties to put
Jorward a comprehensive platform that acknowledges the systemic
problems, and works towards permanent solutions to the state of living and
relations with Indigenous peoples. Instead, each party focuses on the more
vistble, resulting effects. This method can only lead to further stigmatization
Jrom mainstream Canadians who are provided with only a limited
discursive framework, in which to view Indigenous politics.

The topic of Indigenous politics has long since been a controversial topic within Canadian
Politics. For the purpose of this essay, the term Indigenous politics encompasses adversities Indigenous
peoples face, Indigenous interests, and their influence upon Canadian politics. Canadian politics is
separated from Indigenous politics, not to imply that the Indigenous interests do not belong within the
contemporary Canadian framework, but to highlight the specific interests that Indigenous peoples hold,
which require a distinct space of emphasis. Contemporarily, a plethora of constitutional and political
roadblocks encapsulate the overarching categorization of Indigenous Politics. These matters are often
back-benched in Canadian politics in lieu of issues that hold more benefit to the state. Through this
essay, | intend to focus upon the platforms of the three front running parties, Canadian Progressive
Conservatives (CPC), New Democratic Party (NDP), and the Liberals, in relation to Indigenous Politics.
I argue that no party has put forth a sufficient plan to amend the profuse amount of issues, in fact, I argue
that the chosen solutions will serve to deepen the root of the issue at hand.

The points that each party commits to are important; however, they reject acknowledgement of
the fundamental derivation of the controversies. The parties” interests run similar in focus, generally only
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diverging in dollar amount commitment'. Education reform, and infrastructure improvement in
reservation schools take significant amounts of platform attention, as well as the commitments to help
advance some reservations’ access through initiatives such as the construction of the road for Shoal Lake
40 First Nations®. However, these issues seem to have ulterior motives, as portrayed by The Liberal
leader during the Maclean’s National Leaders Debate. Justin Trudeau states the Conservative leader and
sitting Prime Minister, Stephen Harper, “hasn’t been working with First Nations on the kinds of
partnerships that are needed if we’re going to continue to develop our natural resources.”? This
statement interprets that fixing relationships out of respect and repentance towards the Indigenous
peoples, is of no importance. Rather it works to fund the colonial mindset, that is still prevalent in
Canada particularly towards Indigenous peoples* about how this exploitative undertaking would be an
opportunity for the Canadian government to increase economic capacity.

Furthermore, the current platform proposals are set to fail because they reflect previous
governments’, in the fact that their solutions largely involve throwing money at issues®, and isolating
reform strictly to reservations. Historically, even with the substantial amounts of monetary funds that
Indigenous societies are provided, the state continues to fail. The presence of extreme poverty, poor
healthcare, educational failure, and abuse reports, have developed into a detrimental feedback circle’
which has become the central source for the mainstream Canadian discourse surrounding Indigenous
peoples. The unsympathetic sentiments of frustration and resentment can be considered an appropriate
response given the limited discursive framework that the government has provided for understanding
Indigenous politics. It is understandable that the public concludes negative stereotypes when the
Canadian leader announces, on the international stage, that Canada has “no history of colonialism™
This statement serves to repeal the Canadian government of blame for the ailments that have faced
Indigenous societies, and falsely affirm them as a product of racial inferiority. “This view is exacerbated
by the media and politician rhetoric about the general hopelessness or corruption of [Indigenous]
communities and [Indigenous] peoples. This environment provides an absolutely no-win position and
sets up the conditions for nurturing deep resentment.”® With the current federal parties committing
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higher amounts of funding, and a predictable outcome, this will only serve to increase the resentment
and fundamental racism towards Indigenous peoples. The first step to reconciliation, is to break these
false conceptions with a proper acknowledgement of the severity of the crimes of the past, and how the
consequences are still pertinent in the current generations. An uncontradictable apology must be made,
on a national and international level, that does not degrade any reparations made towards Indigenous
peoples.

The subsequent action would be to reevaluate focus of the issues addressed in party platforms.
The Canadian government needs to speak to the overarching, fundamental failure, which is the
systematic implementation of oppression of Indigenous peoples in Canada. The lack of narratives around
Canadian historical assimilation, and a denial of crimes committed against Indigenous peoples, has
ultimately cultivated the prejudice discourses that are present in contemporary society. Under these
conditions there can be no recognition given to intergenerational trauma from the measures taken, such
as the enactment of Indian Residential Schools, which aimed to disenfranchise Indigenous peoples.
Intergenerational trauma refers to the “processes by which the experience of trauma in one generation
can influence subsequent generations”.? This means, the issues faced by parents, who were victims of
assimilation, often consequently have adverse negative impacts on children. Though, in Canada, these
programs are often taught of, in primary schooling, the severity of the programs are greatly undermined.
They are also widely painted as problems of the distant past; not acknowledging that the last seven Indian
Residential Schools closed between 1995 and 1998." If a society actively chooses to forget, and believes
‘the pastis in the past’, it does not consider the undertaking of enormous collective trauma by an affected
group, which then leads to the development of negative stereotypes. This can only be reformed through a
comprehensive education of mainstream Canadian citizens about the impacts of past stigmas and how
they are perpetuated in the present.

The final inadequacy of these three federal parties, is that they do not attempt to reaffirm the
traditional culture of Indigenous peoples. The NDP" and the Liberal™ parties have stated commitments
to work with Indigenous communities on a nation-to-nation basis, but what is this supposed to mean?
Through subjugation, Indigenous culture has largely been perceived as shattered and squandered, and
has become a source to feed the “white saviour’ complex. Unless this perception of needing to be “fixed
is reformed, implementing a nation-to-nation process, will only serve to perpetuate this perception.
Overall, the narratives surrounding Indigenous culture needs to be changed. A focus must be made to
reaffirmation through the emphasis of the fundamental positive nature of the culture that is deep rooted
in respect™. It is also important to recognize “the dynamic, adaptable nature of both culture and
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identity”"™ in order to advocate reassertion through the agency of the peoples. Not to encourage
Indigenization, but rather, instill the right of Indigenous peoples to their own culture, through self-
determination.

What is required to make steps to lasting, positive change, is to change the discourse
surrounding Indigenous politics through three methods: proper acknowledgement and apology of
history, widespread education of the continuing consequences of that history, and a change of narrative
away from the negative stereotypes of Indigenous peoples, and towards a framework that emphasizes the
beauty of what the culture was and what it can return to be. The current plans of the Federal Parties, to
simply throw money at the Indigenous issues that gain enough identification, is a cop out attempt at
reconciliation. The concerns they are acknowledging are extremely important, but the method of
approaching them only has a short-term effect and will predictably serve to further the negative views of
the mainstream public. The problem cannot be fixed by the effects, only once the cause is addressed, will
the effects begin to cease refabricating.

1 Avigail Eisenberg and Jeff Spinner-Halev, “Minorities Within Minorities: Equality, Rights and Diversity”,
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, January 3, 2005), 290.
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